
SHREWSBURY BID

GRANDEUR IN THIS
VIEW OF LIFE
We look forward to a virtual DarwIN Shrewsbury Festival this 

February 10-17 – as Shrewsbury honours its most famous resident with 
a plan for a series of stimulating lectures, concerts, quizzes and tours. We 

speak to Jon King, the man behind the annual Darwin Birthday Toast, and 
creator of the original Darwin Festival.
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From our worm’s eye view, 
in the depths of winter, 
all feels a bit glum – but 

talking to Darwin enthusiast 
Jon King, I glimpsed some of 
the tremendous excitement 
about life – the natural world 
and our place on the planet, 
that motivated Shrewsbury’s 
most famous resident, Charles 
Darwin.

 Former BBC broadcaster Jon has made 
it his mission to ensure that Darwin’s 
link with our town is not forgotten, 
establishing The Darwin Festival back in 
2003 and bringing the world’s press here 
for the Darwin 2009 commemorations.

“It does well to remember that’s the kind 
of attention Shrewsbury got. We should 
always return to this story because it sets 
us apart,” Jon says. 

Jon is helping coordinate a virtual 
DarwIN Shrewsbury Festival for 2021 
together with Shrewsbury BID, Shropshire 
Wildlife Trust and Shrewsbury School. 

And of course, as he does every year, 
he will lead the birthday toast to Darwin 
on February 12 – for the International 
Darwin Day Celebration. He says that 
this year, due to Covid-19, we have an 
opportunity to reach a much larger, global 
Festival audience, by having a virtual 
festival from Darwin’s home town.

“The festival was created to recognise 
Shrewsbury’s part in Darwin’s History and 
bring people to the town,” he said. “Now 
that we’re in this rather unusual situation, 
we thought how can we use technology to 
our benefit and widen the audience for the 
benefit of the festival?

“Here we are on the verge of vaccines 
to get us out of Covid, we have a huge 
amount to thank the scientific community 
for. Our boy Darwin is the figurehead for 
an international movement to celebrate 
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the contribution of science to humanity 
(International Darwin Day). 

“We’re going to seize this opportunity 
and provide as much varied content as 
we can. As much as we do genuinely want 
people to come and see Darwin’s town, we 
now have a chance to stream what we’re 
doing to a much wider audience.

“We’ll obviously be saying come and visit 
us in Shrewsbury too! Darwin was born 
here. He went away to two universities 
and sailed away on The Beagle, but came 
back. Shrewsbury is his town. 

“When you walk around our passages 
and shuts you are walking in his footsteps 
– and much of it still looks exactly the 
same today as it would have when he lived 
among us.”

Virtual visitors will be able to take an 
audio tour around ‘Darwin’s Shrewsbury’ 
– visiting the many locations associated 
with Darwin’s childhood in this town, 
including the Unitarian Church, which 
he used to attend with his mother, and 

going to Shropshire Wildlife Trust for 
improvements to Darwin’s childhood 
garden.

Jon King will deliver the live streamed 
Darwin ‘Birthday Toast’ on International 
Darwin Day (February 12th, Darwin’s 
birthday – see darwinday.org), from the 
Bellstone in the Morris Hall courtyard. He 
will read the closing passages of Darwin’s 
‘On the Origin of Species’ and wish the 
naturalist a posthumous Happy Birthday.

“Usually we have a little group for the 
toast, said Jon, “But on the bi-centenary 
of Darwin’s birth in 2009, you couldn’t 
move for camera crews. What we need 
to understand in Shropshire is the high 
regard the world’s scientific community 
still has for Darwin. This year, we will 

be able to reach all of those people 
virtually across the world.” Seb Slater, 
Executive Director of Shrewsbury BID, 
said: “Shrewsbury BID is delighted to 
be involved with DarwIN Shrewsbury 
Festival once again and we look forward 
to bringing an exciting mix of content to a 
virtual audience across the globe. 

“We are committed to doing everything 
we can to celebrate our town’s connection 
with one of the greatest free thinkers the 
world has ever known and to encourage 
people to come and discover Darwin’s 
home town for themselves.

“I think Darwin would have approved 
of how the festival has evolved this year 
to meet the challenges of the very peculiar 
set of circumstances we find ourselves in!”

“There is grandeur in 
this view of life, with its 
several powers, having 
been originally breathed 
by the Creator into a few 
forms or into one; and 
that, whilst this planet 
has gone cycling on 
according to the fixed law 
of gravity, from so simple 
a beginning endless 
forms most beautiful 
and most wonderful 
have been, and are being 
evolved” 

the Lion Hotel, from where he famously 
caught a stagecoach to join the Beagle 
for his history-making voyage, along with 
number 13 Claremont, where he spent his 
early years under the tuition of Unitarian 
Minister Rev George Case.

There will be a series of lectures, 
including ‘Darwin’s Childhood’ from 
Shropshire Wildlife Trust and a debate 
about climate change. The lectures will 
be uploaded to a DarwIN Shrewsbury 
Festival YouTube account.

We can also look forward to a virtual 
music concert, a podcast series and a 
virtual tour of the Darwin collection at 
Shrewsbury School which holds such 
delights as Darwin’s letters, school 
books and publications, including two 
first edition of ‘On the Origin of Species’ 
including one signed by the great man 
himself. 

And a charity quiz will see funds 

Above: Jon King, founder 
of DarwIN Shrewsbury Fes-
tival. Left: A chalk drawing 
of Darwin aged six with his 
sister Catherine by Ellen 
Sharples. Below: Darwin’s 
birthplace Mount House


